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The prevalence of Euroscepticism within the UK electorate is widely claimed yet Stuart
Fox argues that it is not borne out by the facts. The nature of such attitudes is more complex
than the Europhile/Eurosceptic dichotomy suggests and their distribution varies across
demographic groups. 
Endless speculation about the rise of  UKIP, the threat they pose to the chances of  the
Tories or Labour f orming a majority government af ter 2015, and the desperate need of
both parties to woo the Brit ish ‘Eurosceptic vote’, have become an almost daily f eature of
Brit ish polit ical commentary in the last year. But is the Brit ish electorate really as unif ied in its
Euroscepticism as this debate would suggest?
Data gathered f rom multiple sources casts doubt over such claims – and in particular, such claims f ail to
note the generational dif f erences amongst the Brit ish electorate. For example, the Brit ish Election
Study f or 2010 shows that at the time of  the last General Election, 22 per cent of  18–24 year olds could
be called ‘Eurosceptics’; that is, they disapproved of  Britain’s relationship with the EU. The next age
group, 25–34 year olds, held virtually identical views, af ter which anti-EU sentiment became more
prevalent with age, f inally reaching a peak in the over-65s, more than half  of  whom were Eurosceptic.
Data f rom the Eurobarometer series conf irms that young people have been less likely to be Eurosceptic
than their elders f or some time. The graph below demonstrates the f luctuating f ortunes of
Euroscepticism amongst the electorate – rising, then f alling, then rising again – and it shows the
dif f erences between the percentage of  15–24 year olds and the rest of  the electorate holding
Eurosceptic att itudes. In 1975, there was almost no dif f erence between the two groups, but the gap has
been growing steadily since – and by 2010 reached 19 per cent.
_
The dif f erences in att itudes
towards the EU, however, do not
stop at ‘europhilism’ vs
‘euroscepticism’. Young people
also hold distinct views of  the
inf luence of  the EU. The
Hansard Society’s Audit of
Polit ical Engagement series
asked in f our separate surveys –
in 2003, 2006, 2009 and 2010 –
which institutions had the
greatest inf luence over daily lif e.
Taking the f our together, on
average 9 per cent of  18–24 year
olds identif ied the EU as having
substantial inf luence over daily
lif e, compared with 26 per cent
of  over 65s.
In a t ime of  increasing globalisation and declining inf luence f or national governments, the perceived
inf luence of  trans-national institutions such as businesses and the EU can be of  great importance to
voters; such perceptions could well be at the root of  dif f erences in af f ection f or or hostility towards the
EU among dif f erent generations of  the Brit ish electorate (see here f or a f urther blog post on
globalisation and the consequences f or governments).
Another observation f rom the graph is the instability of  Eurosceptic att itudes. There are several periods
during which Euroscepticism f luctuated substantially in a relatively short t ime-f rame, suggesting that
attitudes on Europe are f airly malleable and could be quite responsive to polit ical events (such as the
ef f ect of  Europe on John Major ’s government and the Maastricht Treaty).
What does this mean f or Euroscepticism in Britain, and f or the polit ical parties hell-bent on mopping up
(or at least not losing) the Eurosceptic vote in 2015? First, despite the regular cit ing of  opinion polls in
the press and the claims of  Eurosceptic polit icians suggesting otherwise, the Brit ish electorate is not
unif ied in its hostility towards the EU. Polit icians and polit ical parties believing that they are representing
the majority of  Brits in their Euroscepticism may wish to reconsider; they may be alienating more voters
than they realise, particularly the younger sections of  the electorate.
Second, given the instability of  att itudes towards the EU, and the f act that – despite this instability
– young people have become less likely than their elders to be Eurosceptics since 1980, it is f ar f rom
clear that Euroscepticism is here to stay. It is possible that the demands f or anti-EU sentiments f rom
polit icians will wane over the coming elections as the older, more hostile, members of  the electorate are
replaced by younger voters more supportive of  – or at least less hostile towards – Britain’s relationship
with the European Union. It is also possible, of  course, that young people’s att itudes may change; they
may suddenly become more Eurosceptic if  polit ical events prompt them to do so (as in 1985), or, as they
age and become more exposed to the EU, come to share the view of  their elders that the EU is more
inf luential in daily lif e than they realised.
Either way, it is possible that polit icians may soon f ind themselves back-tracking in their attempts to
outf lank each other on Euroscepticism, and be f orced into developing newf ound enthusiasm f or the EU
to keep pace with the belief s of  the voters. Britain’s parties would be unwise to count on Eurosceptic
attitudes becoming a common f eature of  the Brit ish electorate.
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